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"...   and  Etljak  cakud  that  fie.  m-lgkt  die,, 
^.%ayi,ng,    }lt  i&  enough;  now,  0  Lofid,  take, 
away  my  LLfiz.  '" 

I   K-iftgA    19:4 
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One  need  be  neither  psychic  nor  prophetic  to 
sense  that  most  people  in  today's  world  —  north, 
south,  east,  and  west  —  are  caught  in  the  grip  of 
a  discouragement  that  borders  on  despair.   More  is 
knowable  than  we  can  learn;  more  is  possible  than 
we  can  do;  more  is  changing  than  we  can  absorb; 
more  is  crumbling  than  we  can  preserve. 

Besides  the  energy  crisis  with  which  our  govern- 
ment grapples  there  is  an  energy  crisis  of  the  spirit. 
There  are  many  who  feel,  and  increasingly  so,  that  life 
asks  more  than  we  can  give.   If  you  feel  that  way  to- 
day, I  have  good  news  for  you.   At  the  very  least  you. 
stand  in  good  company;  for  the  mighty  Elijah  of  Old 
Testament  fame  knew  that  feeling  too. 

Elijah  was  some  cut  of  a  man!   In  courage  and 
ruggedness  he  was  to  resemble  John  the  Baptist.  Fear- 
less before  royalty,  undaunted  by  majority  pressures, 
and  with  a  voice  that  none  could  mute,   Elijah  commands 
our  respect. 

The  Jew,  Mendelssohn,  enshrined  him  in  a  cele- 
brated oratorio.  John  Keble  romanticized  about  his 
hero  when  he  wrote; 

"0  for  a  sculptor's  hand 

that  thou  mightest  take  thy  stand; 
sn'J     Thy  wild  hair  floating 

%oHom   o;drsvthe,Eastern  breeze." 
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phet  in  Israel  in  the  9th  century  before  Christ, 


he  determined  that  most  of  the  nation's  troubles 
stemmed  from  the  Ahab- Jezebel-Baalism  complex.   Like 
most  intense,  manic  types  he  yearned  for  a  show- 
down, and  he  got  it.   He  got  it  on  Mt.  Carmel  where 
he  engaged  the  priests  of  Baal  in  a  test  of  faith. 
They  called  down  fire  to  ignite  the  sacrifice,  but 
fire  did  not  come.   Elijah  called  and  fire  came  and 
the  sacrifice  was  consummed.   Seeing  his  victory  as 
a  gift  from  God  and  a  triumph  for  true  religion, 
Elijah  made  bold  to  slay  the  prophets  of  Baal.   We 
are  told  that  their  blood  was  mingled  with  the  waters 
of  a  nearby  brook. 

Peace  at  last!   But,  no!   His  victory  was  hardly 
won  before  he  received  a  message  from  Jezebel  that 
he  was  marked  for  death.   Forced  to  become  a  fugitive, 
Elijah  fled  into  the  wilderness  near  Horeb.   He  sat 
himself  down  beneath  a  juniper  tree  and  asked  to  die. 
"It  is  enough,"  he  cried,  "Now,  0  Lord,  take  away 
my  life  for  I  am  not  better  than  my  fathers."  He 
was  saying  in  effect,  "I've  had  it!"  He  plunked  down 
his  key  on  the  front  desk  determined  to  check  out ! 
"It  is  enough;  now,  0  Lord,  take  away  my  life." 


"How  did  Elijah  get  that  way?"  you  ask.   One 
obvious  factor  was  his  physical  exhaustion.   Nothing 
looks  good,  not  even  the  kingdom  of  God,  to  one  who 
is  tired  and  run  down.   Going  at  a  great  clip,  pro- 
ducing intensely  for  the  kingdom,  the  man  had  becc 
physically,  emotionally:  and  psychically  drained.   He 
needed  food  and  rest.   A  careful  reading,  of,  the 
record  will  indicate  that  God  gave  him  sl^eep  and 
sent  a  messenger  to  provide  him  with  food  and  water. 

The  state  of  the  body  conditions  the  mood  of  the 
Ihristian  Science  friends  have  no  monopoly 
;  truth.   One  should  never  make  a  critical 
life  decision  while  exhausted.   There  is  no  reputable 
psychiatrist  who  will  proceed  with  a  patient  without 
first  ordering  a  thorough  physical  examination. 
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Another  factor  that  induced  Elijah's  despair  was 
his  misreading  of  God's  ways  in  history.   He  adopted 
what  today  we  would  call  a  "reductionist"  view  of  the 
problem.   He  had  determined  that  Ahab  and  Jezebel  were 
the  perpetrators  of  evil  and  that  they  were  being  sus- 
tained and  funded  by  a  craven  theology  expounded  by  the 
priests  of  Baal.   Therefore,  if  one  could  eliminate  the 
theology  and  put  to  route  the  priests  of  Baal,  God's 
will  would  soon  be  done  on  earth  even  as  it  is  in 
heaven. 

There  is  longing  here  for  closure.   All  who  tend 
to  be  intense  in  the  service  of  God  long  for  the  show- 
down that  will  settle  matters  once  and  for  all.   Per- 
haps this  is  why  a  baseball  game  is  so  attractive. 
After  two  or  three  hours  there  is  a  winning  pitcher  and 
a  losing  pitcher.   There  is  victory  and  defeat.   There 
is  decision. 

But  evil  is  more  pervasive  and  complicated  than 
this.   Besides,  God  does  not  always  break  events  down 
into  the  same  chapter  divisions  that  we  do.   He 
doesn't  always  total  up  accounts  when  we  think  He 
should.   How  elusive  evil  is!   There  was  some  of  it 
in  Elijah  and  his  people.   The  good  guys  are  never  all 
good  nor  the  bad   guys  all  bad.   It  is  not  our  place 
to  declare  any  event  in  history  a  watershed  event,  with 
the  thought  that  safely  passing  it  we  will  see  the  king- 
dom come  in  all  of  its  magnificence.   God's  will  is  not 
to  be  equated  with  the  momentary  passions  of  any  man 
or  age.   In  short,  all  of  us  who  take  God  seriously 
must  learn  to  live  with  ambiguous  and  deferred  results. 


And,  most  obviously  of  all,  Elijah's  despair  re- 
sulted from  an  acute  case  of  self-pity!   I  continue  to 
feel  that  self-pity  is  by  far  the  most  costly  luxury 
that  we  mortals  can  indulge  in.   Self-pity  —  it  can 
prevent  our  healing,  prolong  our  bereavement,  and 
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otherwise  blunt  our  effectiveness  for  God.   Elijah  had 
a  good  case.   "I  have  been  very  jealous  for  the  Lord 
God  of  hosts;  for  the  children  of  Isreael  have  for- 
saken Thy  covenant,  thrown  down  Thine  altars,  and 
slain  Thy  prophets  with  the  sword;  and  I,  even  I  only, 
am  left;  and  they  seek  my  life,  to  take  it  away." 

Self-pity  is  the  perennial  temptation  of  morally 
superior  people.   Paul  engaged  in  self-pity  when  he 
cried,  "Demas  has  deserted  me,"  (II  Tim.  4:10)  Jesus 
Himself  veered  in  the  direction  of  self-pity  when 
from  the  cross  He  cried,  "My  God,  my  God,  why  hast 
Thou  forsaken  me?"   (Mat.  27:46)   And  here,  "I  only 
am  left  and  they  seek  my  life,  to  take  it  away."  All 
this  I  did  for  you,  what  have  you  done  for  me?   It 
wasn't  a  slip  of  Kleenex  that  Elijah  needed,  but  a 
bolt  of  terry  cloth!   "It  is  enough;  now,  0  Lord,  take 
away  my  life  for  I  am  not  better  than  my  fathers." 


God  found  His  man  under  a  juniper  tree,  but  God 
did  not  leave  him  there.   Notice  how  the  Lord  brought 
Elijah  back.   He  broke  the  prophet's  mood  with  a  sharp 
question  of  accountability  asked  several  times:  "What 
doest  thou  here,  Elijah?"  Here  was  reminder  that 
he  was  a  man  under  command.   That  he  was  really  not 
responsible  for  the  master  plan  but  solely  for  his 
own  obedience  within  that  plan.   God  found  him  a  sol- 
dier "absent  without  leave"  and  summoned  him  back  to 
active  duty. 

Elijah  had  well  analyzed  what  was  wrong.   In 
fact,  he  had  likely  memorized  his  analysis.   Notice 
the  ring  to  his  words:   "They  have  forsaken  Thy  cov- 
enant ,  thrown  down  thine  altars  and  slain  Thy  prophets 
with  the  sword."  But  what  was  required  now  was  not 
analysis  but  action,  not  discussion  but  decision, 
not  debate  but  discipleship.   Never  you  mind  what  I 'm 
doing  there,  what  are  you  doing  here? 

The  unenlisted  are  most  prone  to  sin  against  life 
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and  fall  prey  to  despair.   Many  years  ago  I  stumbled 
upon  a  poem  by  Sarah  Henderson  Hay  that  has  burned  its 
way  into  my  mind.   Frequently  when  I  cast  about  for  a 
juniper  tree  for  my  own  use  I  find  her  words  coming 
back* 

"It  is  a  piteous  thing  to  be  enlisted 

in  no  cause  at  all; 
Unsworn  to  any  heraldry,  to  fly  no 

banner  from  the  wall. 
Own  nothing  you  would  sweat  or  try  for, 

or  bruise  your  hands  or  bleed  or  die  for. 

Ah,  that  were  a  greater  sin  against  that 

hostage  of  your  living  breast, 
Than  to  rouse  all  the  world  incensed 

at  something  you  believed  your  quest; 
And  stormed  the  skies  and  suffered  pain  for 

and  fell  and  cursed  and  fought  again  for! 

To  choose  the  smooth  and  easy  path, 
the  half-heart  interest, 

the  creed  without  extreme  of  hope 
or  wrath; 
Ah,  that  were  a  heresy  indeed, 

that  all  God's  mercy  will  not  stay  for, 
And  your  immortal  soul  will  pay  for!" 

("Heresy  Indeed") 

"What  doest  thou  here,  Elijah?" 

Beyond  this  the  Lord  moved  in  to  challenge  the  pro- 
phet's self-pity.   "I  only  am  left,  and  they  seek  my 
life,  to  take  it  away."  He  was  saying  in  effect,  "God, 
this  is  such  a  forsaken  kingdom  that  only  you  and  I 
have  any  light."   God  in  substance  responds,  Nonsense, 
I  can  number  at  least  seven  thousand  who  have  not 
bowed  the  knee  to  Baal.   How  did  you  come  to  assume 
that  you  had  sufficient  perspective  to  know  how  large 
God's  legions  are?   He  is  never  without  His  witnesses. 
Some  of  His  Witnesses  may  not  trade  under  our  familiar 
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brand  names  —  Methodist,  Baptist,  and  Roman  Catholic 

—  but  they  are  His  witnesses  nontheless.  Some  of 
them  may  not  cavort  beneath  our  denominational  roofs 
but  they  are  still  there.  When  we  pose  the  question 
of  the  old  gospel  hymn,  "Who  is  on  the  Lord's  side?" 
the  only  honest  answer  is  that  we  really  don't  know. 
Many  who  say  they  are  on  the  Lord's  side  are  not,  and 
many  who  say  they  are  not  really  are. 

Enough  of  this  self-pity!   It  may  be  that  I  am 
thinning  the  ranks  here  but  swelling  them  there. 
Jesus  was  met  by  an  indignant  disciple  who  protested, 
"Master,  we  saw  a  man  casting  out  demons  in  your  name, 
and  we  forbade  him,  because  he  does  not  follow  with 
us."  Jesus  said,  "Do  not  forbid  him;  for  he  that 
is  not  against  you  is  for  you."  (Lk.  9:49) 

But  the  most  helpful  thing  of  all  that  God  did 
for  this  man  bogged  down  in  despair,  was  to  pull 
back  the  curtain  just  a  little  to  let  him  see  that  the 
story  in  which  he  was  involved  would  go  on.   This  is 
one  of  our  foremost  needs.   The  more  zealous  we  are 
and  the  more  committed,  the  more  we  tend  to  make 
deductions  about  God  from  how  matters  fare  where  we 
are  working!   If  we  take  the  Western  world  as  a 
section  right  now,  things  are  tough.   But  the  reason 
why  things  are  tough  in  the  Western  world  is  because 
the  "third  world"  people  who  have  been  sustaining  our 
way  of  life  for  lo  these  may  years  are  themselves 
moving  into  a  larger  appropreation  of  life.   If  the 
sun  looks  as  though  it's  setting  for  us,  it  may  be 
rising  for  them. 

God,  in  effect,  says  to  Elijah,  it  doesn't  all 
end  with  you.   Where  you  are  working  is  just  one  little 
part  of  it.   My  purposes  have  a  longer  future  than  you 
have  thought.   They  will  not  die  with  you  because  they 
were  not  born  with  you.  I  want  you  to  get  up.   Go  and 
anoint  Hazael  to  be  king  of  Syria,  because  I'm  not 
yet  finished  with  the  Gentiles.   I  want  you  to  anoint 
Jehu  to  be  king  of  Israel,  for  I'm  not  yet  done  with 
my  chosen  ones.   And  I  want  you  to  anoint  Elisha  as 
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your  successor,  for  I  have  still  other  words  to  speak 
to  other  generations. 

I  have  been  helped  in  recent  days  by  the  theolog- 
ical work  of  Gordon  Kaufman  of  Harvard.   I'm  grate- 
ful for  his  insight  on  the  problem  of  evil.  He  writes: 
"What  we  call  an  event,  then,  is  always  somewhat  arbi- 
trary:  the  temporal  sequence  could  have  been  divided 
up  in  some  other  way,  had  we  other  purposes  or  interests 
in  mind.   It  is  not  self-evident  that  the  boundaries  we 
men  are  spontaneously  inclined  to  draw  around  such 
events  as  Auschwitz  or  Hiroshima,  and  in  terms  of  which 
we  declare  them  irredeemably  and  inexcusably  evil,  are 
necessarily  the  most  appropriate  for  understanding  the 
so-called  problem  of  evil."1 

He  makes  the  same  point  in  a  somewhat  different 
way  when  he  observes:   "To  use  a  geometrical  figure: 
one  could  hardly  expect  man  to  discern  the  teleological 
curvature  of  the  movement  of  world  history  as  a  whole 
when  he  has  accessible  to  his  direct  inspection  scarcely 
more  than  an  infinitesimal  arc  of  that  curve."2 

Elijah's  experience  on  the  mountain  was  just  that 
—  one  experience  by  one  man  on  one  mountain.   God 
had  yet  other  men  on  other  mountains,  and  other  days 
and  other  means  by  which  to  effect  His  will. 

Standing  on  this  side  of  Jesus  Christ  we  have 
something  more  to  go  on  than  Elijah  knew  on  his  bright- 
est day.   It  is  our  belief,  made  real  by  faith,  that 
God's  purposes  for  all  the  world  were  uniquely  clari- 
fied and  certified  in  Jesus  Christ,  the  Son  of  His  love. 
It  is  our  belief  that  Christ  did  not  simply  survive 
death,  he  reversed  it.   That  he  did  not  simply  contain 
evil,  he  defeated  it.   That  His  kingdom,  however  low 
its  profile  in  different  times  and  places,  is  both 
invincible  and  sure. 

Watergate,  Cambodia,  inflation,  crime,  drugs, 
faithlessness  —  Lord,  it  is  enough,  take  away  our 
life!   But  when  all  seems  lost  it  really  isn't. 
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This  is  still  God  s  world.,  K       .^  Q:J 

We  are  still  His  people.,  ^   Bv&d  - 

is  m'l   .&?J    -,      ,-,-,  ;  -.j     :  -°  ^"I0W  lB°:r 

His  plan  still  holds,      .....   -  r  -, 

sH      .  J  v  liJi 

Our  work  still  matters. 

xsrfiio   _  . 
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